Introduction
Did you know that the US state of Louisiana is a civil law outpost in a common law country? That US lawyers have invented the verb "to shepardize"? That cases from landlocked Kansas are published in the Pacific Reporter? Despite the historical links between our two countries, US legal information holds more surprises than might be expected.
The biggest difference is that the United States has a federal system of government. Each of the fifty states has its own government, legislature and court system, operating separately from the federal (that is, national) government, legislature and court system. So a US legal citation could be to a federal law or a state law, a federal case or a state case. The US Constitution sets out the powers of the federal government; those powers not specified as federal are left to the states. Areas of federal law include bankruptcy, intellectual property and foreign and inter-state commerce.
The field of US legal information is further distinguished from that of the UK by the use of codified legislation. There are also many variations in terminology. However, familiar law publishers dominate in the US: Thomson Reuters, who own the US publisher West, and LexisNexis.
The URLs of key websites are given at relevant points in the text below; it should be noted that the websites usually warn that internet versions of legislation and case law are not official, nor necessarily reliable. A bibliography and glossary are provided at the end of the article, together with details of US law research guides on the internet.
The US Constitution
The Constitution of the United States defines the structure and powers of the federal government and guarantees certain rights and freedoms to citizens, such as the right to bear arms and freedom from slavery. It was last amended in 1992 (see <www.archives.gov/federal-register/constitution/> ).
The Constitution is cited as follows ( § means "section"):
The official text appears in volume 1 of the United States Code, which is published by the US Government Printing Office (GPO). It is on the subscription database HeinOnline and there is a free version on the US House of Representatives website (<http://uscode.house.gov>). However, the latter version is not very user-friendly; the Constitution comes under the rather opaque heading "Organic Laws" and the link to the pdf document itself is simply the filename, const.pdf. At first sight the Constitution is rather a confusing document. The seven articles are followed by the Amendments, which look like another set of articles, starting again with number I. So after Article VII the reader is perplexed to find that the next bit is called "Article I", although it is always referred to as the First Amendment. (Some versions, however, do use the heading "Amendment" rather than "Article".) Codes US laws are codified, that is, amalgamated into a vast subject-based compilation of laws as amended. Individual sections of a particular law are often dispersed among the various sub-headings of the Code and the original phrasing is not even necessarily preserved.
State constitutions
The official codification of federal laws is the United States Code, a multi-volume work compiled by Office of the Law Revision Counsel at the US House of Representatives and published by the GPO. It is divided into fifty titles, each covering a broad area of law. Each title has a continuous series of section numbers and a section might derive from several different statutes; this means that the section numbers of the Code do not correspond to section numbers of original statutes.
The Code is cited by title number, section number of that title and year of publication of the volume, for example: 5 U. S.C. § 555 (2000) , meaning Title 5, section 555, 2000 edition.
There is a new edition of the Code every six years and updating supplements are also produced. However, there is a time-lag in publication. Even the version on the US House of Representatives website is not always current. 
State regulations
In many states, regulations are published in a similar way to federal regulations: in a register and also in a code. Examples include the North Carolina Register and the North Carolina Administrative Code. However, some states publish neither register nor code; instead each government agency issues its own regulations. Sources of state regulations are listed in Table 1 of the Bluebook and Appendix 1 of the ALWD Citation Manual (<http://www.alwdmanual.com>).
When looking for regulations in electronic sources, bear in mind that they usually come under the heading "administrative law" or "administrative materials" and that codes of regulations are often known as "administrative codes". 
Case law
In addition to the federal courts, each US state has its own judicial system. The great majority of litigation, both civil and criminal, is heard by state courts.
The federal court system The federal court system divides the United States and its overseas territories into 94 judicial districts, each with its own district court. These courts are where federal litigation starts; they hear both civil and criminal cases. At this level there are also special courts: bankruptcy courts, the US Court of International Trade and the US Court of Federal Claims. The general name for all these courts is "trial courts". 
